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This M.A. thesis is aimed to discuss the narrative style in The Hamlet, one of the 
representatives of William Faulkner’s later works, and the impact of the author’s life 
on his writing. Faulkner is famous for his consummate narrative technique all over the 
world and regarded as a great experimentalist among the twentieth-century novelists. 
Scarcely two of his works are similar technically. The narrative technique of The 
Hamlet is quite different from his earlier works. The seeming loose structure holds in 
store meticulous designs. Through the multi-focalized and multi-voiced narrative, 
Faulkner weaves different elements into a coherent unit. In this way, he delineates two 
contradictory parties, which reveals his paradoxical attitude towards the invasion of the 
new economic power. And he also conveys his anxiety and his exploration of the way 
to get out of the wasteland of modern world. The depiction of the contradictory 
characters with excessiveness is influenced by Faulkner’s dilemma at that time. So 
based on the biographical study, the thesis argues that the contradictory characters in 
the novel are the representation of the conflicting self of the author. 
Chapter I discusses the narrative technique of the novel on the basis of Mieke 
Bal’s theory on the multi-focalized and multi-voiced narrative. The cooperation 
between different focalizors and various narrators not only completes the images of the 
central characters but also reveals their own characteristics. In this way Faulkner paints 
a vivid picture of country life.  
Chapter II discusses the characters’ concepts of time and the impacts of their time 
concepts on them. Faulkner develops Bergson’s philosophy of duration which holds 
the past, the present and the future flow in continuum. The tragedy of the characters 
lies in their splitting of the interconnection among the past, the present and the future. 
The one that recognizes the interconnection can cope with the changes in life 
successfully. 
Chapter III explores the relationship between the author’s life and his work on a 
biographical basis. Faulkner harbors a paradoxical view on Flem. On one hand he 
admires his success; on the other he despises his machination. So he creates Eula and 
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the author’s faith in human virtues. 
The conclusion part is a summary of Faulkner’s achievement in narrating the 
story and revealing the human conditions which are the sources of his innovations in 
narrative techniques. This part also has a brief review of the study of The Hamlet in 
China. 
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The Hamlet is the first volume of the Snopes trilogy and a representative of 
William Faulkner’s later works. The novel is divided into four books, each part of 
which is focused on a central character. Through the presentation of four multifarious 
characters in four books, Faulkner draws vividly a picture of the hamlet and the ethos 
of the village with which readers may more or less identify themselves. However, the 
varieties of the stories and the seeming loose structure were often denounced by the 
critics at first after its publication. But Faulkner himself expressed his love for this 
work in a letter to Robert K. Haas with postscript in pen saying “I am the best in 
America, by God” (SL 113). 
Since Faulkner had the habit of combining different themes in one novel, the 
discussion of the unity of the form and the theme in The Hamlet was very popular. The 
criticisms during the 1950s and 1960s emphasized either the symbolism and structure 
of the work or the opposition1 of Flem Snopes and the villagers. In this way, critics 
tried to unify the entire novel in structure. When it came to the 1970s and 1980s, 
critical attention changed a little. Some critics were interested in the rewriting of short 
stories in The Hamlet. One of the representatives was Joanne V. Creighton, who in her 
William Faulkner’s Craft of Revision claimed，after a close comparison between short 
stories and the novel， “far from a mere composite of loosely related episodes, The 
Hamlet is intricately organized structurally, thematically, symbolically, and tonally” 
(21). During that period, mythic study of the novel also appeared. Donald M. Kartigner 
thought that The Hamlet was woven together by mythos quality. As time passed to the 
1990s and 2000s, the criticism on it has opened up a new prospect. The feminist’s 
voices on the study of the trilogy were heard. Besides, there are also deconstructive 
studies of the novel.  
From the brief review of the critical history on The Hamlet, it is manifest that the 
critical concern on the unification of the structure and the theme occupied an important 
place. As early as 1945 when Malcolm Cowley edited his The Portable Faulkner (the 
                                                        
1 Florence Leaver sees the opposition of Snopesism is “a war of mind” (77). She evaluates the hierarchy of minds 
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first edition), he kind of criticized The Hamlet as weak in its structure in that “a series 
of episodes” was “resembling beads on a string” (xxv). But his description of “beads 
on a string” implied that the structure of the novel was still controlled by a certain rule 
and every bead was so precious that it could not be removed. The craftsman like 
Faulkner bestowed the radiance of pearls on each bead. He manipulated the language 
freely to achieve the modulation of tones and modes, and the juxtaposition of 
characters, events and themes. After reading the novel, readers will probably have “a 
grandness of feeling that embraces any number of contrasts” (Pikoulis 181). The novel 
gives readers one surprise after another. However, since the beads are independent of 
each other, how does the author achieve the modulation and juxtaposition without 
giving any impression of suddenness? Moreover, why does the author give so much 
room depicting two groups of contradictory characters？These questions are what my 
thesis is going to answer.  
Faulkner’s achievement in The Hamlet is attributed to his marvelous narrative 
skills. He applies the multi-focalized and multi-voiced narrative to delineate the 
characters and events. Different focalizors and various narrators help to comb the 
orders and the relationships among episodes and they also help to eliminate the 
possibility of omniscience of single vision and voice. Mieke Bal’s narratological 
theory elucidates levels of focalization and narration and explains the relationship 
between space and time, offering an inspiring way of analyzing a novel with 
complicated structure. In this thesis, I will use Bal’s theory on the multi-focalized and 
multi-voiced narrative to demonstrate the narrative technique Faulkner applies in The 
Hamlet. And I also spend a chapter explaining Faulkner’s handling of time in the novel, 
assuring that the character’s conception of time affects his way of living. Joel 
Williamson commented: “William Faulkner’s writings abound in paradox” (4). The 
Hamlet is no exception. Faulkner depicts two opposite worlds: one is full of 
Snopesism2 embodied in Flem Snopes and his clan; the other is full of humanism and 
associated closely with nature, embodied in Eula Varner and Ike Snopes. Faulkner 
reveals his delight in Flem’s success and expresses his uneasiness in his inhumanity as 
well. Eula and Ike’s stories are resistance to Flem’s inhumanity. Faulkner’s works 
                                                        















abound in paradox, so does his life. His complicated feelings towards the characters 
have much to do with his life. Hence, based on Bal’s narratology, Bergson’s theory on 
duration and Faulkner’s biography, my thesis is going to argue that the contrasts 
between two extreme worlds depicted in The Hamlet are a manifestation of Faulkner’s 
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Chapter I  The Narrative of The Hamlet 
 
Faulkner’s narrative technique is universally appreciated. Gustaf Hellstrom gave a 
high praise for his narrative technique in the ceremony of 1949 Nobel Prize:  
 
Moreover—side by side with Joyce and perhaps even more so— Faulkner is 
the great experimentalist among twentieth-century novelists. Scarcely two of 
his novels are similar technically. It seems as if by this continuous renewal 
he wanted to achieve the increased breadth which his limited world, both in 
geography and in subject matter, cannot give him. (par. 3) 
  
Inheriting the essence of southern culture and tradition, Faulkner creates a unique 
world where he exerts his imagination at his will. Through the small county he has 
created, Faulkner tells a universal theme. The decline of the degrading old culture, the 
rise of the new class and ideology, the relationship between men and women, the 
relationship between men and nature are explored to its depth in Faulkner’s works.  
Similar to his earlier works, The Hamlet sets off in the South but different from 
them, it stresses the rise of the new economic class which is named white trash. People 
in the village have not much in common with so-called aristocracy, so we do not see 
much about the nostalgia of the past which may be hinted in the earlier works. Even so, 
Faulkner’s attitude to the new class is mixed. The mixture of his feeling is expressed 
through the language he uses and the images of juxtaposition to the class. Bal’s idea on 
the focalization and narration will help us to understand the paradox Faulkner has and 
it also provides us with a way to evaluate the aesthetic value of this novel. So before I 
move to the technique study of this novel, let me have some words about Bal’s 
narratology. 
Narratology is the theory of narratives, narrative texts, images, spectacles, events; 
cultural artifacts that “tell a story” (Bal 3). It answers the question of how a text is 
processed. Every piece of narrative texts can be divided into three layers: fabula, story 
and text. Fabula, the basic element of a narration, is “a series of logically and 
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